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they themselves were naughty children, to employ handcuffs and 
jails to ensure that their parents comply with orders to which no 
conscientious parent will ever willingly agree, to overrule parental 
authority and decision-making and allow children and adolescents 
to defy their parents’ wishes, to force their parents to pay the gov-
ernment money they have done nothing to owe, to supervise the 
spending and redistribution of family wealth.

The foregoing and much more is a large part of the reality of 
divorce in America today. It is causing more than social chaos; it 
is undermining our republic and our freedom and our will to have 
either one. That virtue might be lost was for those who founded 
the American republic the greatest fear. They did not dwell on this 
fear in relation to the family, because no one was then threatening 
the family. They took it for granted. “The reason why the founders 
‘ignored’ the family was that it was not an issue for them.”20 

Where the issue of the family’s effect on virtue did gain consid-
erable attention early in our republic’s history was in the context 
of slavery, a system of household tyranny that many regarded 
as undermining both private family manners and public virtue, 
in both slave and master. “There must doubtless be an unhappy 
influence on the manners of our people produced by the existence 
of slavery among us,” Thomas Jefferson argued. “The whole com-
merce between master and slave is a perpetual exercise of the most 
boisterous passions, the most unremitting despotism on the one 
part, and degrading submissions on the other.” But most perni-
cious in Jefferson’s view was its impact on the children: “Our chil-
dren see this, and learn to imitate it. . . . If a parent could find no 
motive either in his philanthropy or his self-love for restraining the 
intemperance of passion towards his slave, it should always be a 
sufficient one that his child is present.”21

Politically, the most powerful argument against slavery was 
not its physical cruelty but its moral degeneracy: the tyrannical 
habits it encouraged in the slaveholder, the servile ones it fostered 
in the slave, and the moral degradation it engendered in both. Such 
dispositions were considered incompatible with the republican vir-
tue required for free self-government. And again, the impact was 
viewed as especially detrimental to children. “Their hearts, while 
yet tender with childhood, are necessarily hardened by this con-

20   Forte, “The Framers’ Idea of Marriage and Family,” 102.
21   Notes on the State of Virginia, chap. 18. 
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duct, and their subsequent lives perhaps bear enduring testimony 
to this legalized uncharitableness,” warned abolitionist Charles 
Sumner. “They are unable to eradicate it from their natures.  .  .  . 
Their characters are debased, and they become less fit for the 
magnanimous duties of a good citizen.”22 Something similar is 
happening today in the children of divorce. No people can remain 
free who harbor a system of tyranny or raise their children accord-
ing to its principles.

22  John L. Thomas (ed.), Slavery Attacked: The Abolitionist Crusade (Englewood 
Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1965), 124. 


